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THE CHANGING FERTILISER INDUSTRY
BY E. N . F I T Z P A T R I C K , A c t i n g Chief, Plant Research

Division

Background to current developments in the Australian fertiliser
industry.

FOR many years superphosphate was the basic fertiliser used by most farmers in Western
Australia.
During the 1950's some farmers began to use sulphate of ammonia, and
recently urea and anhydrous ammonia have become important.

Today, with the development of fertiliser to use more fertilisers, particularly nitromanufacturing complexes in both western gen, by enthusiastic salesmen. Some
and eastern Australia, a whole new range companies which produce a particular line
of fertiliser will doubtless emphasise the
of products is becoming available.
Nitrogen sources which the farmer has benefits of that fertiliser and the disto choose from are sulphate of ammonia, advantages of competitive products.
Overproduction of fertilisers is not
urea, ammonium nitrate, anhydrous
restricted
to Australia. The development
ammonia and minor fertilisers such as
sodium nitrate and calcium ammonium of the complex fertiliser industry occurred
some years ago in America and Europe.
nitrate.
American farmer has had available
Phosphate will be available as "double" The
to
him
range now becoming
superphosphate (40 per cent. P2O5), al- available thein whole
Australia plus an almost
though single superphosphate (22 per cent. infinite number of combinations made
p205) will continue to be the major source available through bulk blending depots
of both phosphate and sulphur.
which, at a cost, will make up fertilisers
Added to these sources of either nitrogen to the farmer's recipe from the range of
or phosphate are the compound fertilisers, standard fertilisers which they hold in
which supply both nitrogen and phos- stock.
phorus in a single granulated fertiliser.
In the mid 1950's the American industry
Two compound fertilisers are available was stable, with demand and production
containing either 24 per cent, nitrogen reasonably well equated. There were good
and 24 per cent. P2Os or 28 per cent, returns to capital. These returns attracted
nitrogen and 14 per cent. P2O5.
the oil, gas and mining companies in the
The farmer therefore has a wide range early 1960's and there followed a great
of fertilisers to choose from. In addition expansion in capacity. The industry is
he is being subjected to unprecedented now facing a major overproduction prosales pressure from the rival companies. blem and there is intense competition
The Australian fertiliser industry has not between companies.
only diversified, it is expanding its
A recent report states that in the past
capacity, particularly to produce nitrogen five years the U.S. fertiliser industry has
fertilisers. This capacity will be far in spent more than $4 billion to build fertiexcess of current Australian usage by the liser mines and plants and marketing outend of 1969 and farmers will be pressed lets. Planners in this expansion hoped to
554
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sell a lot of this fertiliser to underdeveloped
countries through the Agency for International Development programme but
these sales have not eventuated on the
scale anticipated. The fertiliser industry
in America is faced now with an estimated
stockpile of about 12 months' production
worth about $2 billion at retail prices.
Under pressure from this mountain of
fertiliser the prices of nitrogen, phosphorus and potash have tumbled. List
prices are not greatly different from three
years ago but discounts of the order of
40 per cent, are available.
The present capacity of the U.S. industry
is such that without further expansion
there is little likelihood that supply and
demand will be in balance before 1972.
The international position is also gloomy
for fertiliser manufacturers. A report by
the Tennessee Valley Authority estimated
that world supply would exceed demand
by 18 million tons in 1970.
Technological change is not helping the
position. For example a new method
developed in the U.S. in about 1965, made
it feasible to build a single complex capable

of producing 1,000 tons of ammonia a day
at a cost of under $20 a ton. Distribution
costs would of course have to be added
to this figure.
In the future, nuclear power plants may
produce electricity at a cost which will
permit the manufacture of phosphoric acid
direct from rock phosphate, without the
intermediate sulphuric acid production
step. When this happens existing plants
could become obsolete.
On the surface it would seem that Australian manufacturers will not find an
attractive overseas market for their surplus
production. They must be pleased to be
protected from overseas competition by
the Commonwealth bounty on nitrogen
fertilisers. Nevertheless, strong competition between manufacturers can be
expected for the Australian market. The
primary producer will hope to benefit by
cheaper fertiliser; the manufacturer will
hope to expand demand by sales pressure.
Each farmer will have to satisfy himself
that he is getting value for money when
he buys his nitrogen fertiliser.
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